
Using Attendance Data for Decisionmaking: 
Strategies for State and Local Education Agencies



Goals for today’s webinar

• Learn about how attendance data, when examined effectively, can drive 
decisionmaking to support chronically absent students

• Be introduced to (or revisit) an inquiry process for examining attendance data that 
can uncover absence trends and help teams build shared understanding and 
consensus for problem solving

• Hear about actions other districts have taken as a result of effectively collecting 
and understanding attendance data



Agenda

11:30 am Introductions & framing the topic

11:40 am The Attendance Works approach and strategies for systemic change

12:00 pm Lessons learned from Metro Nashville Public Schools

12:20 pm Making connections (audience Q&A)

12:30 pm Closing & surveys



About REL West 

• 10 regions

• Bridging research, 
policy, and practice

• Funded by the 
Institute for Education 
Sciences (IES)



Speakers

Kenwyn Derby
REL West at WestEd

Sue Fothergill
Attendance Works

Laura Hansen
Metro Nashville 
Public Schools



Chronic Absence: A brief introduction

• Measure of learning time a student misses – for ANY reason

• No set definition, but generally accepted threshold: absent 10% of school days

• Amount of school missed that significantly negatively impacts a student’s education

Today’s key topics: 

• Challenge and importance of achieving data reliability

• Value of digging deep into WHY students are missing school

• Importance of engaging multiple stakeholders in data review, decisionmaking, and 
implementation



The Forum Guide to Collecting and Using Attendance Data

• Purpose: to help education agencies collect, report, and use 
attendance data to improve student and school outcomes 

• Emphasizes value of accurate data collection and management 

• Incorporates current best practices, real-world examples, and 
role-specific tip sheets.

National Forum on Education Statistics: https://nces.ed.gov/forum

Guide: https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=NFES2017007

https://nces.ed.gov/forum
https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=NFES2017007


The Forum Guide to Collecting and Using Attendance Data

• Why attendance matters and its relationship with student achievement and success 

• Importance of high quality attendance data and using an attendance taxonomy 

• provides an exhaustive, mutually exclusive attendance taxonomy (16 categories)

• suggests a standard attendance taxonomy that comparability between schools, districts, 
and states (but flexible enough to allow mapping existing codes to its categories)

• Common challenges and effective practices related to collecting, reporting, and 
using quality attendance data



The Forum Guide to Collecting and Using Attendance Data

Tip sheets: Role-based questions to answer 
and actions that staff can take to improve the 
collection and use of high-quality attendance 
data (6 stakeholder categories)

• Responsibilities

• Things to think about

• Things to do

• Outcomes/Benefits



Reducing Chronic Absence
Why does it matter? What can we do?

http://www.attendanceworks.org/



About Us

Attendance Works advances student success and closes equity gaps by 
reducing chronic absence. Operating at the local, state, and national level, 
Attendance Works: 

• Advances better policy
• Nurtures proven and promising practice
• Promotes meaningful and effective communication
• Catalyzing needed research



What is Chronic Absence?

Chronic absence is missing so much school for 
any reason that a student is academically at risk. 
Attendance Works recommends defining it as 
missing 10% or more of school for any reason.

Chronic absence is different from truancy (unexcused absences only) or 
average daily attendance (how many students show up to school each day).



ED Facts Definition of 
Chronic Absence (EdFacts
Chronic Absenteeism File 
Specifications SY2016-17)

The unduplicated number of students absent 10% or more school days during the
school year.

• Include all students grade kindergarten – 12th grade who meet the definition of chronic
absenteeism

• Include students who were enrolled for at least 10 school days at anytime during the school year,
and who missed 10% of the school days in which they were enrolled in the school

• Students should be counted once at each school he/she attended
• A student is considered tardy if they are absent for less than 50% of the school day

Definition of Absenteeism – a student is absent if he or she is not physically on school
grounds and is not participating in instruction or instruction-related activities at an approved
off-ground location for the school day. Chronically absent students include students who are
absent for any reason (e.g., illness, suspension, the need to care for a family member),
regardless of whether absences are excused or unexcused.



Average Daily Attendance (ADA) 
Can Mask Chronic Absence

90% and even 95% ≠ A

98% ADA = little chronic absence
95% ADA = don’t know

93% ADA = significant chronic absence



Truancy  (unexcused 
absences) Can Underestimate 
Chronic Absence

Note:  MD defines truancy as missing 20% of the school year. 



Student Attendance is 
Strongly Associated with 
Academic Success



When a Student Misses 
School the Impact Ripples



Chronic Absence is 
Easily Masked if We 
Only Monitor Missing 
Consecutive days

Chronic Absence = 18 days of absence = As few as 2 days a month



Over 7 million students were 
reported chronically absent 
in the 2013–14 School Year

Source: U.S. Department of Education Civil Rights Data Collection SY 2013-14
https://www2.ed.gov/datastory/chronicabsenteeism.html

https://www2.ed.gov/datastory/chronicabsenteeism.html


Chronic Absence Checks 
All of the Boxes as a Measure 
of School Quality and 
Student Success

Validity — the degree to 
which an indicator actually 
measures what you are 
trying to measure. 

Reliability — the degree to 
which you will get the same 
answer when you ask a 
question/compute a 
measure multiple times.

Additional benefit, chronic 
absence can serve as a proxy 
for school climate and 
student engagement.

ESSA: States must establish a measure of 
school quality or student success

Chronic Absence

Valid Yes

Reliable yes

Calculated the same for all schools and school
districts across the state Yes

Can be disaggregated by student sub-
population yes

Is a proven indicator of school quality yes

Is a proven indicator of student success yes



36 States Adopted Some 
Measures of Absenteeism as 
Their Fifth Indicator of 
Student Success Under ESSA



Take a Data Driven Systemic Approach 



Invest in Prevention 
and Early 
Intervention 



Criteria for Identifying 
Priority Students for Tier 2 
Supports

• Chronic absence (missed 10% or more of school) in the prior year, 
assuming data is available.

• And/or starting in the beginning of the school year, student has:

In first 2 weeks

In first month (4 weeks)

In first 2 months (8 weeks)

2 absences

2-3 absences

4 absences
Missing 10% 

any time 
after



Factors That  
Contribute to 
Chronic Absence 



Possible Tier 2 
Interventions



Where to Start in Your 
District or School?

1. Gather a team
2. Access and examine absence data
3. Determine the scale and scope of absenteeism
4. Assess whether there are patterns to absences

• Disaggregate grade level, demographics (gender, disability, 
English language learner status, poverty, and grade level)

• Disaggregate data by geography and days or months



What Tools are Available
to Calculate Chronic 
Absence?

FREE FROM ATTENDANCE WORKS!

• District Attendance Tracking Tools (DATT) and School 
Attendance Tracking Tools (SATT) analyzes absences 
across grades, schools, most sub-populations. 

• Available in three modules (Grades PreK-5; Grades 6-8; 
Grades 9-12, plus tool to create K-12 report)

• Excel-based tool usable with most data systems.  
Go to: http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/tools-for-
calculating-chronic-absence/

http://www.attendanceworks.org/tools/tools-for-calculating-chronic-absence/


Attendance Works’ School Attendance Tracking Tools (SATT) 
Severe chronic absence: Missing 20% or more of total school days
Chronic absence: Missing 10-19.99% of total school days
ALL chronic absence: Missing 10% or more school days (sums chronic + severe chronic)
At-risk attendance: Missing 5-9.99% of total school days
Satisfactory attendance: Missing less than 5% of total school days

GRADE

NUMBER
severe 
chronic 
absence

PERCENT
severe 
chronic 
absence

NUMBER
chronic 
absence

PERCENT
chronic 

absence

NUMBER
ALL chronic 

absence 
(severe + 
chronic)

PERCENT
ALL chronic 

absence 
(severe + 
chronic)

NUMBER
at-risk 

attendance
PERCENT

at-risk attendance

NUMBER
satisfactory 
attendance

PERCENT
Satisfactory 
Attendance

Total 
students

Grade K 0 0% 16 30% 16 30% 11 21% 26 49% 53
Grade 1 0 0% 15 19% 15 19% 23 29% 42 53% 80
Grade 2 1 1% 14 14% 15 15% 24 24% 60 61% 99
Grade 3 0 0% 4 7% 4 7% 19 32% 37 62% 60
Grade 4 4 6% 7 11% 11 17% 8 13% 44 70% 63
Grade 5 0 0% 10 15% 10 15% 19 29% 37 56% 66
Total- All 
Grades 5 1% 66 16% 71 17% 104 25% 246 58% 421



Attendance Works

Hedy Chang, Executive Director
hedy@attendanceworks.org

Cecelia Leong, Associate Director, Programs
cecelia@attendanceworks.org

Sue Fothergill, Associate Director, Policy
sue@attendanceworks.org

Catherine Cooney, Communications Manager
catherine@attendanceworks.org

http://www.attendanceworks.org/

mailto:hedy@attendanceworks.org
mailto:cecelia@attendanceworks.org
mailto:sue@attendanceworks.org
mailto:catherine@attendanceworks.org
http://www.attendanceworks.org/


Metro Nashville Public Schools

Laura Hansen
Director, Information Management and Decision Support

Laura.Hansen@mnps.org

mailto:mailto:Laura.Hansen@mnps.org


Take a Data Driven Systemic Approach 

METRO NASHVILLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS (MNPS) VISION
Metro Nashville Public Schools will be the fastest-improving 
urban school system in America, ensuring that every student 
becomes a life-long learner prepared for success in college, 
career and life.

ABOUT US:
• 168 schools
• 42nd largest school system in US
• Over 500 square miles of geography covered
• Extremely diverse student population with more than 

130 languages spoken by our families

https://www.tn.gov/education/data/report-card.html

https://www.tn.gov/education/data/report-card.html


Take a Data Driven Systemic Approach: 
Actionable Data

ACCURATE
• Defined processes and procedures (aligned 

with policy)
• Monitoring for data quality and integrity

ACCESSIBLE
• Easy to navigate systems
• Bring data together (operational vs analytical)

USABLE
• Reports designed for the stakeholders that 

use them (relevant)
• Reporting should be timely and actionable
• Answer relevant questions



Metro Nashville Public Schools 
Attendance Data Dashboards



Take a Data Driven Systemic Approach:
Capacity Building and 
Strategic Partnerships

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES
• Think broadly about stakeholders
• State, district, city government/community, 

parents/students

ESTABLISHED APPROACHES AND METHODS
• Use existing structures and intervention 

models (multi-tiered)
• Attendance isn’t a “separate problem”, but 

rather a contributing factor

COLLABORATIVE PROTOCOLS
• Work together across departments and 

partners
• Intentionally make time and space to focus on 

understanding the problem and solutions



Three Tier Approach to Attendance Intervention

Student Supports in TN Resources:
https://www.tn.gov/education/student-support/student-supports-in-tn.html

https://www.tn.gov/education/student-support/student-supports-in-tn.html


Tier I - Prevention
Strategy Actions
Recognize Good and
Improved Attendance

School communities can send a clear message that going to school every day is a priority by providing regular 
recognition and rewards to students and families who have good and improved attendance. 

Engage Students and 
Parents

Attendance improves when a school community offers a warm and welcoming environment that engages 
students and families and offers enriching learning opportunities. 

Monitor Attendance Data 
and Practice 1

Data Analysis and Tools
The best way to identify students with poor attendance is to calculate the data that schools are already 
collecting. In addition to looking at school-wide averages, as most schools do, shift the data to see how many 
students are missing 10 percent of the school year.

Monitor Attendance Data 
and Practice 2

Attendance Teams
Each school should have a team in place that meets regularly to review the school’s attendance data and 
coordinate efforts to reduce chronic absence. 

Provide Personalized Early 
Outreach

Perhaps the most critical strategy is using data to trigger early caring outreach to families and students who are 
already missing too many days of school. Outreach is essential for identifying barriers to attendance — hunger, 
health, shelter, transportation or other challenges — and the supports or resources that would help improve 
attendance. 



Tier II - Early Intervention



Collaborative Inquiry

Collaborative Inquiry is a data-based team 
process that consciously uses the collaborative 
learning cycle (activating and engaging, 
exploring and discovering, and organizing and 
integrating) and the qualities of effective teams 
(fostering a culture of trust, maintaining a clear 
focus, taking collective responsibility and data-
informed decision making.

Collaborative Inquiry Toolkit
http://www.mnpscollaboration.org/

http://www.mnpscollaboration.org/


1.  Exploring and Discovering --
Observations

2. Organizing and Integrating --
Recommendations
Given the data observations, what might 
be some recommendations you have for 
improving attendance for MNPS students?

3. Reflection -- My Role
Given what we have discussed, what 
might be some actions you take or ideas 
you implement in your organization?



Take a Data Driven Systemic Approach: 
Shared Accountability 

ALIGNED POLICY
• ESSA
• State Report Card
• District Strategic Plan

STRUCTURE FOR MONITORING
• Milestone Meetings
• Transparency/Reporting to Stakeholders

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT SUPPORTED
• Productive feedback loops
• Opportunities to evaluate and improve
• Empowered to change



Take a Data Driven Systemic Approach: 
Positive Engagement 

PROACTIVE APPROACH
• School climate
• Social Emotional Learning

OPPORTUNITIES FOR ALL STAKEHOLDERS
• Doesn’t require a degree in a specific field
• Potential component of all interaction

POSITIVE IMPACT
• Improvement in many areas where students 

struggle (not just attendance)
• Benefits to everyone (not just the students)



Thank You!

Laura Hansen
Director, Information Management and Decision Support

Laura.Hansen@mnps.org

mailto:Laura.Hansen@mnps.org


The Regional Educational Laboratory West (REL West) at WestEd provides scientifically valid research findings that help meet 
the education needs in Arizona, California, Nevada, and Utah. 

Our staff draw from existing high-quality research, as well as conduct research and development projects and experimental 
studies. We also help stakeholders interpret evidence and build their own research capacity.

This webinar was prepared for the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) under Contract ED-IES-17-C-0012. The content of the 
presentation does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of IES or the U.S. Department of Education, nor does mention of 
trade names, commercial products, or organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. Government.
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